S
torytelling is a long-standing tradition in US public and school libraries. Storytelling, not to be confused with story reading, involves telling a story from memory without the aid of a book or written script. Some tellers memorize their stories; others memorize the characters and events and freely tell their stories, varying them with each telling.
Many storytellers have written about the strong emotional connections that storytelling builds with listeners, about children's deeper engagement with live storytelling than with reading aloud, and about the literacy benefits of storytelling. 1 However, little research has tested whether or not these assumed benefits are real. To investigate the possible literacy benefits of storytelling, I analyzed thank-you cards created by children in a second grade class in response to a live storytelling session. The study findings show support for some of the previously assumed literacy benefits of live oral storytelling and point to the importance of continuing to offer storytelling events in public and school libraries.
What Do We Know about the Literacy Benefits of Storytelling?
Most of the writing about the literacy benefits of storytelling in the professional literature has been based on observations from practice rather than on research findings. Authors of these pieces typically suggest that storytelling helps children to become better listeners and better readers while building vocabulary. 2 A small body of research has tested these assumptions. 3 Three of these studies are highlighted here.
First, Brian Sturm studied the trance-like state that listeners enter when they are deeply involved in listening to oral storytelling. 4 He interviewed children and adults at a storytelling festival and identified six characteristics of the storytelling trance:
Why Storytelling Matters
Unveiling While Sturm didn't address literacy directly, the deep engagement in story content that he identified has been tied to improvements in literacy skills. 6 Next, Louise Phillips conducted a four-week storytelling program with preschoolers to study the usefulness of storytelling in early education. 7 She found storytelling to build community among students and teachers, to enhance memory recall, to support early literacy development, and to promote creative thinking.
PEER-REVIEWED
More recently, Jo Kuyvenhoven explored the storytelling trance with fourth and fifth graders. 8 She found that during storytelling, children created mental pictures of the stories and often envisioned themselves in the story settings taking part in the action: "They made [mental] pictures and then slid into participation beyond the classroom walls and storyteller's presence." 9 Again, this deep level of engagement has been tied to improved literacy.
Together these studies provide general support for the connection between oral storytelling and improved literacy, but they provide few details about effects on specific literacy skills.
Study Procedures
To begin to investigate the literacy benefits of oral storytelling, I worked with a class of twenty second-grade students in a suburban public school in the Eastern United States. It is a Title 1 school located in a mixed-income, mixed ethnic/racial neighborhood. The study participants included nine girls and eleven boys, all aged seven or eight. Ten of the children were white, non-Hispanic; four were African American; three were Hispanic; and three were Asian American.
I told two stories of about fifteen minutes each to the students, who were seated around me on the classroom floor. It was the first time the class had experienced live storytelling. The first story was an original tale, "The Runaway Pumpkin," about a boy who plants a pumpkin in his garden. It grows to an enormous size, and he rides it as it bounces out of his garden and across town.
The second story was based on a German folktale "The Three Wishes," in which an elf grants a woodcutter and his wife three wishes in return for not chopping down the tree in which he lives. The woodcutter first wishes for a large sausage. His wife, angry that he wasted a wish, wishes that the sausage would stick to his nose. The woodcutter is forced to use his third and final wish to remove the sausage. A version of this tale can be found in Margot Zemach's The Three Wishes: An Old Story. 10 The children appeared to be highly engaged during the stories, frequently giggling and making appropriate comments, such as guessing what would happen next or yelling advice to the characters. I spent about five minutes after each story answering the children's questions, such as, "Did the woodcutter ever get any more wishes?" After the stories and questions ended, I thanked the students for being a good audience and left the classroom.
Data Collection
When conducting research with children, gathering useful data can be difficult due to still-developing oracy and literacy skills. For this reason, I chose drawings as the main source of data for analyzing the children's story responses. Immediately following the story session, the children's teacher asked the class to create thank-you cards to send to the guest storyteller. She gave the children blank pieces of paper to fold into quarters to create cards. Beyond that, she let them create their own designs. She did write my name and the words "Thank you" on the chalkboard for children who needed spelling assistance.
After twenty minutes, she collected the cards, asking each student to "Tell me about your card." She recorded the students' responses verbatim.
Results
All twenty children completed the thank-you card task. Fifteen wrote words and drew pictures on their cards. Five wrote words alone-no drawings. Several drew more than one picture, resulting in twenty-four separate drawings for analysis. Each child wrote between thirteen and forty-nine words on his/her Why Storytelling Matters card, with an average of twenty-five words per card. All twenty children provided verbal descriptions of their cards, ranging in length from twelve to forty-eight words, with an average length of twenty words.
I used the constant comparative method to analyze the words and drawings. The constant comparative method is the most common method for analyzing qualitative data. 11 Developed by Barney Glaser and Anselm Strauss for use in developing grounded theory, "the constant comparative method of data analysis is inductive and comparative and so has been widely used throughout qualitative research without building a grounded theory," as it was used here. 12 The constant comparative method has most commonly been used to analyze qualitative data in word format, but it can also be useful for analyzing visual data, such as drawings: During iterative rounds of coding, the analysis progressed from initial descriptive codes of both the drawings and words (such as "pumpkins") to more conceptual, inferential codes (such as "critical thinking"). 14 The final coding scheme included four literacy benefits that children can gain from listening to oral storytelling. These include practice in visualization, cognitive engagement, critical thinking, and story sequencing. Each of these skills is described below with supporting examples from the data. They are listed in order from most to least supporting evidence in the data. Note, however, that the amount of supporting data is not necessarily a valid indicator of strong or weak connection between storytelling and each benefit, as some literacy skills are better suited to detection through the study methods (such as visualization) than others (such as story sequencing).
Visualization
Visualization, or the ability to picture a story or other written information, is a foundational literacy skill, helping young readers to comprehend written texts. 15 In describing their drawings, several children discussed having envisioned the stories as they listened. For example, pointing to her drawing of a pumpkin one of the girls explained: "This is how the pumpkin looked when I saw it in my head."
As another example, figure 2 shows a tree that another girl drew in response to the story "The Three Wishes." Her drawing shows that she was able to translate into visual form one of the key story elements.
In this same vein, figure 1 depicts the main character from "The Runaway Pumpkin" standing next to his garden. The drawing depicts the three key physical elements of the story: the protagonist, the pumpkin, and the garden.
Cognitive Engagement
Cognitive engagement has also been tied to improved literacy.
16
If new readers are interested in stories or other reading materials, they are more motivated to try to understand them. Cognitive engagement is hard to determine after a learning activity has ended, but visual observation during the storytelling session showed rapt attention and strong engagement on behalf of most of the children, with most laughing at appropriate points in the stories and many guessing aloud what might happen next or offering verbal advice to the characters.
There was additional evidence of cognitive engagement in the data. For example, one of the girls drew a picture of a figure on a pumpkin and wrote, "I am riding run-away pamkin" on her card, indicating that she imagined herself taking part in the action of the story. Other students reimagined the stories and offered alternate storylines. For instance, one of the boys wrote on his card: "In the three wishes he could of wished for a ton of 
Critical Thinking
Of course, literacy skills involve more than just decoding and understanding words. Critical thinking is also an important component.
17 Throughout the data, there were several examples of participants' applying critical thinking to the stories they had heard. For example, one of the boys showed evidence of critical thinking when he wrote on his card: "how can a pumpkin bounse?" (See figure 3.) Rather than merely accepting the unusual activity in the story as fact, he questioned it strongly enough to write his question on his card. Critical thinking is closely tied to cognitive engagement; both involve deep thinking about story content and meaning.
Story Sequencing Ability
The fourth and final literacy skill identified in this study is story sequencing, an important skill for literacy development. 18 Story sequencing is the ability to identify different events in a story and place them in chronological order.
Three students each drew a series of vignettes from the stories, showing events in order, such as the series of pumpkins shown in figure 4 . Each successive pumpkin is slightly larger than the previous one to represent the growth throughout the story. Arrows clearly indicate the direction of change-from small pumpkin to large-and serve as strong proof of the young artist's understanding of the order of events in the story.
Discussion
This single storytelling session enabled a class of second graders to practice at least four important literacy skills: visualization, cognitive engagement, critical thinking, and story sequencing. It's important to point out that this was a small, preliminary study. While it offers strong evidence that storytelling is beneficial for literacy development, more research with repeated storytelling sessions, different delivery methods, varied types of stories, etc., is needed to determine the full range of literacy benefits of storytelling and the strength of their impact on literacy development. Nonetheless, this study adds to the growing body of work pointing to connections between live storytelling and literacy development, and it provides a strong argument for the continuation of storytelling in public and school libraries.
This study also shows that post-storytelling activities can enhance these literacy benefits. In creating their cards, the study participants demonstrated ongoing cognitive engagement and critical thinking in their drawings, written words, and oral descriptions of their work. Other follow-up activities to enhance the literacy benefits of storytelling, and that are wellsuited to library settings, include: follow-up questions related to story comprehension and reflection, such as: "When do you think this story took place?" or "What do you think happened after the story ended?" encourages ongoing cognitive engagement and critical thinking.
2. Personal connection building. Asking questions like: "What was your favorite part of the story and why?" "If you were the main character, what would you have done in her situation?" and "Have you ever had an experience like the one in the story?" helps children learn to connect stories to their own life perspectives and experiences. Learning how to make personal connections can help young readers to comprehend written texts more easily. 19 3. Reenactments. Younger children often enjoy reenacting a story they have heard, thereby enabling them to become a part of the story. Reenactments don't need to be fancy or involved; the storyteller can simply ask young volunteers to reenact the story as he or she retells it. Or, the storyteller can divide the audience into small groups and encourage each group to act out the story as s/he retells it.
4. Retellings. The storyteller can invite one or more listeners to retell a story after the initial telling to improve recall abilities and to strengthen story sequencing skills. Storytellers can also post audio or video recordings of their tellings to the web to enable children to listen again on their own.
Connections to books.
Providing book versions of the stories (or of similar stories) for listeners to read in the library or to take home to read encourages continued thinking and reflection.
6. Connections to other stories. As another way to increase children's critical thinking, storytellers can tell two similar stories or tell a story and read a book version of the same story. Follow-up discussions should focus on asking children how the stories correspond and differ.
7. Response drawings. As shown in this study, asking children to create drawings in response to a story they have heard encourages continued engagement with the story and helps to build visualization skills.
8. Response writing. Along these same lines, children can write poems, essays, or short stories after listening to a story. Storytellers can record children who are too young to write reciting their compositions.
Nearly two hundred years ago, Friedrich Froebel, the founding father of the kindergarten education movement, championed storytelling as an ideal method for educational delivery to young children. 20 Even in the digital age, when many public and school librarians are under pressure to focus programs and lessons on digital-skills building, traditional oral storytelling remains a vital cultural tradition and, as this study has shown, a useful tool for helping new readers build essential literacy skills. 21 There is another equally compelling reason to feature storytelling in public and school libraries: the joy that it brings to young listeners. In addition to showing that storytelling enabled the participants in this study to practice important literacy skills, the data also revealed the joy that many of them experienced during the storytelling session.
They wrote glowing reviews of the experience, such as: "It was so fun and so funny espesially when the pumpkin jumped!" One student even drew a smiling girl's face on her card. When her teacher asked her about the picture, she said: "I made me smiling at her during the stories when she told it, the stories."
Live storytelling can bring joy to children and encourage them to view libraries and literacy in a positive light, helping to advance the core mission of libraries. That outcome alone is reason to continue providing storytelling for children in public and school libraries for many years to come. &
